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Summary 



In parliamentary elections held on November 23, 2003, the Croatian Democratic 
Union (HDZ), a right-wing party of the late former wartime President Franjo Tudjman, 
won a plurality of the vote . The HDZ had dominated Croatia’ s political scene from 1 990 
until its defeat in the 2000 elections. Ivo Sanader, who succeeded Tudjman as HDZ 
party leader and refashioned the party along more moderate, less nationalistic lines, 
became Prime Minister of a minority government in December 2003. The Sanader 
government will likely face significant domestic challenges as well as close international 
scrutiny over its performance in a number of issue areas. This report analyzes the 
elections and key issues facing the new government. It will not be updated. For 
additional information, see also CRS Report RL32136, Future of the Balkans and U.S. 
Policy Concerns. 



Introduction 

The November 2003 elections were Croatia’ s fourth parliamentary contest since the 
country became independent in 1991. In the last vote of January 2000, a coalition of 
center- left parties soundly defeated the incumbent Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) 
government, weeks after the death of Franjo Tudjman, the longstanding leader of the HDZ 
and President of the country. 

To supporters, Tudjman represented the father of Croatian independence. To critics, 
however, Tudjman closely resembled nationalist Serb leader Slobodan Milosevic and 
demonstrated similar territorial designs on neighboring Bosnia. In 1 995, Croatia launched 
two military operations, “Flash” and “Storm,” to regain control over the Krajina, Croat 
territory held by rebel Serbs after 1991. The attacks drove out much of the local Serb 
population from Croatia and tipped the balance of forces in Bosnia against Milosevic and 
the Bosnian Serbs. Tudjman was a signatory to and guarantor of the 1995 Dayton peace 
agreement that ended the war in Bosnia. However, he and other HDZ leaders came under 
frequent international criticism for nationalist policies, authoritarian leadership, and overt 
support for ethnic Croat separatists in Bosnia. Domestically, the HDZ’s popularity 
eventually declined as the economy deteriorated and as HDZ officials became tainted by 
corruption scandals. The 2000 parliamentary and presidential votes brought in a new set 
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of leaders. Ivica Racan of the Social Democratic Party (SDP) became Prime Minister and 
Stipe Mesic of the Croatian People’s Party (HNS) became President that year. 

The Racan government swiftly took measures to reform the economy and repair 
Croatia’s damaged relations with its neighbors and with the international community. 
Above all, improving the country’s international standing and prospects for EU and 
NATO integration became a focal point for the Racan government. Since 2000, Croatia 
has joined NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PFP) program and Membership Action Plan 
(MAP). It has concluded a Stabilization and Association Agreement with the European 
Union (EU) and formally applied for EU membership. It also joined the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) in 2003. The Racan government sought a second mandate in the 
2003 elections that would enable it to fulfill these goals, possibly in its next term. 
Economic reforms as well as international support yielded steady growth and other 
positive indicators in 2001 and 2002; however, Croatia’ s external debt and unemployment 
levels remained high. Corruption scandals also plagued the government, though not at 
the level of the Tudjman era, and it failed to deliver major prosecution victories from its 
anti-crime rhetoric. 1 

Election Preview 

The official 2003 campaign period ran for three weeks, from November 5 until the 
23 rd . Pre-election polls predicted a close race between the SDP-led coalition parties and 
the HDZ. Since its fall from power in 2000, the HDZ has attempted a radical overhaul 
and re-invention of its image and platform. HDZ leader Ivo Sanader emphasized the 
party’s new moderate, pro-European outlook, economic reform and tax cutting plans, and 
support from prominent and mainstream European conservatives. During the campaign, 
Sanader reversed the party’s longstanding opposition to the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and pledged full cooperation with the court 
in principle. Sanader also called for the return to Croatia of ethnic Serb refugees uprooted 
since the 1995 conflict. 

On behalf of the government, Prime Minister Racan presented his cabinet as the best 
means to guarantee the country’s path toward EU membership, a goal shared by a large 
majority of the population. However, the coalition parties opted to compete separately 
and in an uncoordinated fashion, thus dividing allegiances of the center-left electorate. 
The large number of small center-left parties also diluted support for the larger parties. 

A prominent campaign issue was the case of former Croat General Ante Gotovina, 
who has been indicted by the ICTY for war crimes related to the 1995 offensive against 
formerly Serb-held areas in Croatia. The Racan government pledged to hand him over 
to The Hague, but claimed not to be able to locate him after he went into hiding in mid- 
2001. Despite mounting international pressure, the former Croat general remains a 
popular figure in Croatia, especially among the population’s right-wing, who view him 
as a national hero and a symbol of Croatia’s right to self-defense. Strong support for 
Gotovina among HDZ followers and local politicians was evident at some HDZ rallies. 2 



1 “Slouching toward respectability,” Transitions Online journal (Prague), November 18-24, 2003. 

2 Anna McTaggart, “‘Reformed’ HDZ set to retake power,” Institute for War and Peace 
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